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Deer Crossing
It has been 37 days since it’s rained in Montana, and the deer are going into rut. The trees
dried to brittle craggy things; needles crisped by the sun. Even high up, where the snowmelt
should have kept them lush, they are pulling up their roots and wilting. The animals are quiet in
the woods, staying down low to the ground and moving only to scuttle mindlessly away.
Summer is stumbling gracelessly into autumn and the air is so thick with smoke that ravens crouch on the side of the road, wings spread wide and twitching as they cough to try to clear
their lungs. Without the birds, the sky is an empty grey expanse stretching between the bowl of
the mountains, broken only by the single pinprick of the red sun, veiled through the smoke.
In the footwells of the mountains, the highway glows like mica in granite, carving a
living line through the burn that has begun to seep hand over hand up the mountains. Just like the
trees, the mountains appear to be pulling up their roots to expose the naked rock of their ankles.
The highway is mostly empty, only the four-wheelers and overburdened trucks holding everything precious to families following the animals away. Soon, fire will crawl over the road and
turn the tarmac into hands that grab and hold anything that tries to use it to escape. For now,
though, the road is safe, and I think it will stay that way for another day at least. We had taken
the risk, for the thrill of it, the last chance to see the trail before it burned. The end of high school
weighed different on us, you were thrilling for it to be over, and I was still clinging hopelessly
on. I hoped that this, outrunning the flames, spending two days together just the pair of us might
make you remember what I meant to you.
We spent the night before the ascent in a Motel 6 off the highway. They only had a queensized bed left, and neither of us asked for a cot. We walked around to our door, facing the gas
station across the road, with neon light flashing off the number 33 in reds and blues. You stood
so close to me if I took a deep breath out shoulders would brush and the temptation was overwhelming. I could hardly concentrate on what you were saying, something about being excited to
skinny dip in an alpine lake. You laughed at the blush rising high in my cheeks and called me a
prude under your breath. You pulled the key fob out of my unprotesting fingers, jiggling the lock
until the handle gave and let us in. I like to think it was because you knew how bad I was with
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unlocking doors. You’d seen me struggle with my front door enough times I was sure you knew.
“Hart, you waiting for me to carry you across the threshold? Because I’ve got bad news
for you buddy.” You said. I shoved you with my shoulder and stepped past you into the room.
“Shut up, I was just waiting for you to get out of the way.” I hoped the darkness of the
room hid how red my face was, I hated when you acted like this, teased me. it was cruel in a way
that made me think you meant it. I looked around the room I’d booked us to distract myself from
you. It was a typical cheap motel room, red patterned carpet to hide the stains, yellowing wallpaper, a squat ugly table on each side of the bed with a lamp, a dense landline sat stoically on the
right table with a thin film of dust over the keys. I watched you out of the corner of my eye as
you made your own examination of the room, dropping your duffel bag on top of the dresser and
then circling back to the bed. You always put your bags up on the dresser, or in the tub, because
you were so worried about picking up bed bugs and bringing them home. You flopped down
onto your back and let your head loll lazily around to meet my gaze. You smiled at me, your lips
pulling back far enough I could see the sharp points of your canines and the uneven jumble of
your bottom teeth. I couldn’t help but smile back. Above your head, on the wall over the bed, a
painting of hounds pursuing a buck caught my eye. The deer looked so desperate to get away, but
it couldn’t take its eyes off the dogs that would never catch it.
“Oh honey,” you said pulling my attention back. You had pulled the quilt back and were
dramatically running a hand over the white starched sheets,
“The good sandpaper sheets? You shouldn’t have,” you laughed “I think the thread count
on these is in the negatives.”
The walls were thin as birchbark and I could hear the smoker in the room next to us
breathing; every time he inhaled it rattled wetly in his chest. I wondered if he could hear us, what
he thought of you, what he thought of me. Did he think we were two friends, goofing around?
Lovers maybe? Did he know we were doing something we were not meant to? In a way, I hoped
he thought that we were. I hoped that he went home to his wife and told her about the two teenagers in the single room next door laughing about how rough the sheets were. I hope he thought
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we were lovers. In the other room, the radio turned on.
It was too hot for clothes so we both slept in our boxers, you were wearing one with little
Rudolph’s printed on it. I teased you for it and you shoved a pillow over my face. You were leaning over me, your thigh pressed against mine and I had to laugh to hide my breathlessness. When
you pulled the pillow away we were only a handsbreadth apart, almost nose to nose. I could see
the three moles over your right eyebrow, and the chip in your front teeth, the little familiar details
of you that I hoped no one else knew. The neon lights from the highway crept in through the
heavy hotel blinds, finding roost on your skin in stripes and speckles. You turned away to pull
back the clean white sheets and I wished that you had stayed. There was no one to see us, hardly
anyone to hear us, it could be like a dream we would forget when we woke up. We laid a hands
width apart, me on my stomach and you on your back.
Hotels aren’t part of the town they are built-in, they aren’t part of anywhere, if you’ve
been in one you’ve slept between the sheets of them all. There is a comfort in that; in waking up
bleary and uncertain of what waits outside the curtains, in rolling over and finding a lamp with
those short painfully rough dials standing between you and the wall. There is anonymity in it, the
clerk at the desk won’t remember you, neither will the spot your car sits in, or the pillow you fall
asleep against. Tomorrow you will be replaced by a new stranger. Maybe this lets people forget
themselves a bit too. I wished that you knew that. I wished that we could both, in these sheets
that have held a hundred bodies, let ours be just another pair doing something we weren’t meant
to.
In the night we drifted together, our skin made sticky by the heat, clinging to each other
like we were trying to grow into one. Your hair stuck in curls to your forehead and my cheek,
your hand clung to my hip, and our thighs stuck together leaving red welts long after we parted.
The clock on your bedside table read 5:40 am in blinking red letters. It was so early that even the
road was asleep, a rare and fragile moment of silence. You grumbled and turned your face into
my throat.
“It’s too early.” You groaned; your breath crept up my throat to slip around my ear.
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“It’s too early.” You groaned; your breath crept up my throat to slip around my ear.
“You’re the one that wanted to do it all in one day, we need to get an early start if we
don’t want to hike in the dark.”
“Would that be so bad? We could just stay here; tell everyone we went up?” Your voice
was still muddy with sleep, your lips pressed the words to the back of my neck. I wanted to close
my eyes, let this slip into a dream. You’d put your arms around my waist, find the little divots
where my stomach met my pelvis, and pull my hips back into the shape of yours. I wanted to feel
more words press into my neck, words like the ones you tell her. But you were already pulling
away, reaching for your phone on the bedside table, I saw you open your conversation with her
and looked away.
We left the hotel in the pale light of the very early morning, backpacks over our shoulders. You locked the door and left me to warm up the car while you slipped the key into the
dropbox outside the front office. I slipped easily into the familiar upholstered seats, always
uncomfortable enough to keep me awake on the long drive, but not so bad I’d be feeling it on the
hike. I ran my thumb over the steering wheel and turned in my seat to look out the back window
at you. A little green light hung down from the door of the motel office and with its light, I could
see you leaning against the railing that hemmed in the office porch. You had your phone out and
you were typing something, something to her. I looked away, back at the dashboard, and turned
the key. The car started easily, rumbling to life with a sigh and a wink of the warning lights. The
slam of the dropbox lid in the quiet morning air made me startle and my foot flew to the brake. I
huffed out a tense breath and rubbed my thumb absently over the little x you had given me on my
right wrist.
It was the first thing you’d ever talked me into when I was 17 and you were freshly 18
beneath the bleachers at our lunch period. You’d bought a sewing needle and a lighter, now that
you could, and stolen some India ink out of the art room. It had hurt, but your fingers held me
tight where they pinned my wrist to the cold metal, and that made it worth it. The x I gave you
was lighter because I had balked to press the needle so deep into your skin. Afterward, we went
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back into the cafeteria, and I ached in secret as I watched you kiss the girl you were dating back
then. But I had a kiss from you too, tattooed into my skin, that would last longer than any you
would share with her. That was enough. It was enough. You knocked on my window, pulling me
back to the empty motel parking lot. I unlocked the passenger door and you slid in.
You glanced at my lap, and then back at me, your mouth stretching wide with the satisfaction of
catching me at something I hadn’t wanted you to see. I looked down and realized that I had left it
open to my Tindr messages.
“Wow, I leave for ten minutes and you’re on Tindr? Am I not enough for you?”
It was a joke, but something in your tone had me scrambling to close the app. My cheeks
were hot, and I avoided your eyes. I put the car in reverse and eased us out of the little motel
parking lot onto the road that led to the highway. The sun hung like a red bead on the horizon,
stung between the pine trees and the mountains. The light it shed was apocalypse red. You were
oddly silent, staring out the passenger window as clearcut and burns alternated past us, an unpredictable pattern of green, brown, and black. The emptiness of the road, and the eerie quiet of the
fire zone, lent even more to the feeling of a world arriving at the end.
“So have you had any luck there?” you asked me. You didn’t look at me, so I couldn’t
see your eyes, but I’d known you long enough to spot the way your mouth tightened. I flexed my
fingers over the warn plastic of the wheel, rubbing my thumb over the Volvo logo.
“What?”
“On Tindr, found the man of your dreams yet?” you said like it should be obvious. I
flushed with embarrassment. Not on there, I wanted to say, you weren’t on there anymore. When
you had been, and we’d matched, you had laughed.
“Yeah, I’ve been on a few dates.”
“Ah, that’s good,” you didn’t sound like you meant it. You changed the subject and started to tell me how you’d survive the zombie apocalypse, shaping out everything you would bring
in your grab bag with your hands on the dashboard.
“I’d take you with me, Hart, if the world ended.” You said to me with an earnestness that
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had been absent a few minutes ago.
“I’d take you with me too, if the world ended.” I’d take you with me anywhere, the end
of the world was just a convenient excuse, “Not that you’d be much help on the survival front,
I’ve seen you try to shoot beer cans.”
You shoved my shoulder, and the car swerved a few inches to the left, my heart fluttered
as I felt the wind of the cars coming in the opposite direction brush a little bit too close.
“Hey,” you said, “we can’t all be Rambo. I’m secure enough in my masculinity to admit
that.”
The trailhead was as empty as we expected it to be, with a large red flier tacked over the
sign displaying the trailhead and map of the area. In large black letters it proclaimed:
FIRE SEASON IN EFFECT. ALL BURNING IS PROHIBITED.
Beside the sign, Smokey told us that the fire danger was extreme today. In the woods the
air was thick, and every sound seems muffled. Your voice came to me like we were underwater,
each word having to claw its way through the smoke. You told me about a date to the drive-in
you had taken your girlfriend on last week and how we should go together sometime. You let the
end of the story hang, waiting for me to ask. Did you want me to beg you to take me out, to play
your girlfriend when she wasn’t free? Did you want me to ask what you’d done with her after the
movie? It was too hot to be angry, there wasn’t enough clean air for it. All I could muster was a
flat,
“Sounds fun.”
It didn’t sound fun, it sounded cracked brittle as the pine needles under our feet. Whatever answer you had wanted, that seemed to be enough. You told me the details I didn’t ask for;
how you’d taken your girlfriend into the backseat of her dad’s hatchback, how beautiful she was,
how good it felt, how happy she made you.
The hike was hard, and by the time we crested the final ridgeline I was panting and lightheaded, the smoke so dense that I could hardly make out the bottom of the valley we had been
looking for. As we drew closer and dropped down below the tree line, the smoke thinned enough
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for us to see the high-altitude lake, so blue it seemed to be in secret communication with a sky
long lost to smoke.
It was like a dream, we walked through grass so green it looked fake. It was the first
living brush we’d seen in hours, kept lush by the snowmelt and the spring-fed lake in front of us.
Fireweed and lupin clustered together here and there, growing thicker as we walked towards the
bank of the lake. They were reminders that life would come back after the burn, fierce blooms
that dug toes into carbon-rich soil and summoned up grasshoppers and butterflies, songbirds, and
travelers to pick them. I bent to run my thumb over one of the leaves and looked up towards the
far ridgeline. The sky past it was a warning orange, glowing with fire, I could feel the hot wind
on my face. The petals on the nearest flowers trembled. Would you accept one if I picked it?
maybe keep it a secret from your girlfriend, touch it sometimes to remember me?
“Look at that Hart.” You called back to me. you were standing like an enlightenment
painting, backlit by the sun dropping below the mountains and the red glow of the three lodgepole fire, your brown hair curling from the heat and your sweat, one arm was thrown wide
towards something arching out of the grass. A rib, tall and white, in amongst a patch of especially
vivid sawgrass. They were sun-bleached but still held together by the tendons that had moved
them in life, made into an articulated tableau of two stags locked in rut, antlers tangled together.
I could almost mistake them for branches, if not for the eye sockets. You bounded towards them,
heedless of the flowers you crushed under your hiking boots. You crouched in front of the two
bodies, your knees dragging grooves into the loose soil. I trailed behind you, slower. What must
it have felt like for those stags to die like that, foreheads pressed together, antlers entwined. Did
their closeness console them, when they sank to their knees in exhaustion was it a relief to be
beside their partner, to know at least they wouldn’t be alone? You grasped both of the stag’s antlers in your hands, trying to wiggle them apart. It felt wrong, to disturb them, like unearthing the
bodies of lovers.
“Hey, are you sure that’s a good idea?” I wanted you to stop, but I was too afraid to tell
you not to touch them, too afraid you would stop touching me too, “They still look pretty fresh.”
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You waved me off.
“Don’t be such a baby, it’s dead it’s not like the deer care.” You braced your foot against
the dry soil, and it crumbled under your weight. I stepped forwards, halfway to trying to pull you
away from the stags. You shrugged me off and used the momentum to heave up again, your grip
slipped, and your knee came down on the antler. Beneath your weight, the antler snapped, and
the sharp fission jackknifed it up to score a long red line in my bare thigh. I sucked in a breath.
The pain came like thunder after a lightning strike, beginning as a wet tingle and building to a
sharp high burn up my leg. You swore but didn’t let go of the freed antler. It was precious to you.
“Shit Hart, you should have just let me pull them apart. Go clean that up, do you think
you can make it back?”
I felt lightheaded, unmoored, and wished that you would take my elbow and lead me
down to the water yourself. I wished that we could wallow and tangle in the mud, grow like
roots into the lake bank and belong only to each other. You were already forgetting me, your eyes
locked hungrily on the deer skulls, trying to pick the best one to bring home. I made my way unsteadily to the water and knelt among the reeds, dipping my face into the lake. It was shockingly
cold; my legs were already numb and trembling.
This lake had been fed by the melting snow from the mountains, and it still tasted of
them, somewhere past the smoke. I scooped water over my thigh and it burned, returning feeling
to my leg in sudden bright prickles. I lifted my face from the water and my next breath was only
smoke. I coughed hard, trying to clear my lungs. I looked up and you were standing on the bank,
the grass came up just past your ankles. You were watching where the blood ran off my leg in
rivulets, a strange expression on your face. You held a skull by one antler, your fingers folding
between the prongs like you were grasping a hand. You had picked the one that had cut me, its
horn still marked with my blood.
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You were leaning out the window, hair torn loose from the wind, shouting along to the
song on the radio like the singer might be able to hear you. The hike back to the car was a blur,
I was still lightheaded and aching from the wound in my leg. I think it needed stitches. Looking
at you, I wanted to scream too, I wanted to laugh and sing, “I love you; I love you; I love you”
along with the music. You had the freed deer skull nestled between your thighs, his eye sockets
empty and staring.
I could feel the night coming, and fear crawling along my spine, tightening my fingers
on the wheel, leading my foot to the gas. The speedometer slowly climbed. Around us, the forest
was still, the only movement the red sun where it flashed between the trees chasing us home. We
wouldn’t make it, not before dark. The highway narrowed from four lanes to two, the GPS assuring us we were on the fastest route home. We passed out of cell service about a half-hour later.
It was well and truly dusk now, the red sun dropped like a marble to reveal the thin sliver of the
moon. My headlights caught on the occasional street sign, painting a long streak of yellow across
the dashboard but otherwise, the night was impenetrably dark in the way it is in truly remote
places. I watched the gas gauge, we were at about half a tank, I should have filled up at that last
Shell when I ran in to grab you a coke and some chips.
You ran your fingers across the hatch of the upholstery, it was rough I knew, but you had
always liked it. it was good in the summer, never got so hot it burned you as leather did. This car
was as familiar to you as it was to me, I bought it a month after we met, and it had collected the
detritus from both of us. The passenger seat was stained where you had spilled your coffee every
morning when I drove us to school, I’d hit the same speed bump a little too fast just to hear you
curse and suck the scalding liquid off your fingers. The glove box was full of your receipts, you
always stuffed them in there like I was going to be doing your taxes.
I wonder what of me you see in this car? Do you see the little finch leg I keep on my key
chain for luck and to remind me of you, do you notice I always check my right mirror first when
I’m backing up, or that I drive two-footed sometimes as an old habit from the ranch pickup? Do
you know that I always keep my passenger seat clear just in case you want to fill it?
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Outside the car, a yellow sign blinked ahead. A deer crossing. You turned your head, tracking the sign as it grew close.
“How do you suppose they figure out where the deer want to cross?” you asked. I glanced
at the road ahead, then back to where the yellow reflected in your face.
“Maybe they can read the sign?” I offered, and you grinned.
“Or they just ask them.” You wiggled your eyebrows like the suggestion was scary,
talking deer. I snorted, I didn’t think talking deer were especially scary, very Disney. Deer were
only scary when they bolted into the road. Silence lapsed between us, a few cars passed heading
the other way, I carefully switched my high beams on and off, on and off, on again.
Even the high beams didn’t stretch much beyond the white painted lines that hemmed in
either side of the highway, the trunks of the pine trees were an impenetrable wall. Mile markers
and more deer crossing signs leered out of the darkness every mile. We had seen a few deer at
dusk, mostly standing well off to the side grazing with their herd. As darkness fell, they seemed
to gain ground on the road, a few times flitting across it just as our headlights touched them. Now
in the full darkness, we didn’t see them until we were nearly on top of them.
They stood stock-still as I braked hard and swerved around them. You didn’t comment,
besides holding onto the door handle when I jerked the wheel too quickly. I think we were both
anxious to get off the road, though I wasn’t ready to be home. I knew as soon as I dropped you
off at your house, I wouldn’t see you alone until you and your girlfriend had one of your fights.
We only had a month before you went off to college, and I couldn’t rely on that, I already missed
you with an ache that pulled on my bones.
You didn’t notice, and maybe didn’t care, but fuck if I didn’t hope that you did. I wanted you to miss me too, for it to weigh on you, give you a reason to come back just to see me.
I had imagined it a few times, like something out of a bad Hallmark movie. You’d show up on
my porch, maybe soaked from the first rain of the season smelling of pine sap and a long drive.
You’d tell me that it had always been me, that the girls meant nothing, that you loved me. that
was the most important part. it was so cheesy, and I know that if I ever told you about it, you’d
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never let me live it down. But still, I couldn’t shake the hope. In the passenger seat, you were
fiddling with your phone, intently tipping it this way and that.
“Do you have any roaming left? I’m not getting any bars.”
I handed over my phone, trying to keep my eyes on the road while I did. Another deer
darted away from the shoulder. Whatever you were doing with my phone must have worked, you
had iMessage open with a few unread texts.
Your girlfriend’s name glowed up at you as that warning sign had. I swallowed, traced
the white line, switched off the brights while a Tacoma barreled by. They left their brights on
like an asshole. Your girlfriend sent you several photos and a text asking when you were getting
back to your hotel room. When the pictures loaded, I saw your girlfriend’s nipple reflected in her
bathroom mirror. I hoped my phone would die before you could send a reply.
I could hear your fingers moving, tracing out words that she didn’t deserve, I tried to
count the dashes in the centerline. Jealousy was an ugly, choking growth in my throat, and I had
to fight down the childish urge to smack the phone out of your hand. The radio, which had been
silent since we passed the last gas station for almost 100 miles an hour ago, rustled to life. An
advertisement announcer spoke fervently from the speakers.
Don’t you wish he could hear you? Just like you are hearing us now! Simply tune in and
turn on your future. There are no wrong turns on the road of life, just detours to happiness! It can
be so easy to build the life you dream of, for 4 easy payments ofI changed the channel, spinning the dial until the crackling resolved into the familiar announcement of tomorrow’s weather.
Clear skies tomorrow in the morning, with thunderstorms rolling in the afternoon, looks
like it’ll be on the cooler side with a high in the low 50s. It’ll be a good Sunday to hunker down
with a book and watch the new episode You switched off the radio.
“Today is Sunday, right?” you asked. I nodded, my stomach flipping. They’d probably
just played a recording from another Sunday on accident. You had gone back to fiddling with
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your phone. I wasn’t watching the road, if you hadn’t looked up, I wouldn’t have seen them in
time. For once, I’m grateful for the bone-dry asphalt of a Montana summer, it stopped us five feet
from the herd.
“Jesus, there’s so many, do you think they’re running from the fire?” you asked. I shook
my head.
“I don’t think so, we’re pretty far from the burns right now.” I wasn’t so sure that was
true, but you were nodding like you believed me.
“What do you think they’re doing then? Just standing so close to each other?”
“Probably something to do with mating season.” I guessed. In the light from the dashboard when you looked at me, I almost missed your wink.
Outside of the car, the deer had shifted closer, their legs reminded me of the trunks of the
trees we had passed, aspens or birch; white and spindly, nobbled, crooked. Some looked wrong,
bending in places I had not expected a leg to bend. My leg ached in sympathy. I looked at the
stags and felt very tender and full of holes. I looked in my rearview mirror and shuddered to see
that the herd had wrapped around the car, seeming to move almost as one. The darkness hid anything above their shoulders, keeping their heads as only a grey suggestion in the night. I thought
about turning off the headlights to see if that would encourage them to move on, but I couldn’t
bring myself to let go of the last bit of light I had to cling to.
Beside me you fiddled with your phone, you lifted it to take a photo of the herd but a text
banner interrupted you. Your girlfriend’s name was easy to read and despite myself, I saw what
she had sent.
Hey babe, are you at the hotel yet? Love you.
Your hands moved to shape the response,
Love you too. <3
The text didn’t send, caught in a single bar of limbo.
“What happened with us?” I didn’t even realize I was going to say it until the question
was out of my mouth. You didn’t answer, you didn’t even look at me. My breath was loud in the
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car as I waited, and hoped, and knew with certainty that if you answered it wouldn’t be what I
wanted to hear. I wasn’t even sure what I wanted you to say, which fantasy could fix this between
us.
Outside the deer’s sides heaved, jostling closer in around us. The view out of the side
of the car had become the white-grey bends of legs and steady rise and fall of the deer’s chests.
What was keeping them bound so close and tight?
“I’m not like that.” You said. I closed my eyes and took a long shaky breath. Of course,
you weren’t like that, like me. You’d leave Montana for somewhere that rains, and you’d forget
about me, and you’d marry your girlfriend, and I would still be here in the dry summer waiting
for you. I looked at you, sitting beside me with a deer skull in your lap that still had my blood on
it, waiting for a girl to text you back, and realized that I wanted to fight you.
At the start of fall, during rut, deer are especially dangerous. They are fat and strong from
a summer of grasses, but desperate to fight or fuck before winter comes and with it starving. I
could understand all these things, especially the starving. I felt like I was starving. I didn’t realize
I was crying until the salt burned my nose. I hoped it was too dark to see the slickness on my
cheeks. I didn’t want to see your disgust, or worse, pity. You weren’t like that, like me. fragile.
“Please,” I said, I didn’t know what I was begging for, just that it filled my throat. I
wanted the boy that slept in my bed, I wanted more than you. You weren’t looking at me. You
had one hand on the door handle like you might throw the door open and step out into the herd,
like whatever waited for you in here wasn’t as bad as being trampled by a road full of deer. You
sighed and took your hand off the door. You were a dark silhouette against the sides of the deer,
now almost pressed against the windows as they shuffled past us. It reminded me of when I was
a kid, in Yellowstone, watching the bison fill the road and stride past.
“Don’t be like that, Hart.” You said, “let’s just go home.”
You leaned towards me, and for a second, I thought- but you were reaching for the stick
beside the wheel, pushing it forwards so that the brights flicked on. The world became suddenly light, washed out. Light came bouncing back to us from every wide-eyed buck whose head
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snapped to meet the glare of the headlights.
They didn’t look like a bachelor band, recently ousted from their herd to learn manners
under older bucks. No, every deer in front of us carried at least four points on either side of its
quivering ears. It’s normal around this time of year to see stags locked together, they come into
rut headfirst and heedless. They call out to other boys to lock antlers and see who can hold on the
longest. Brown necks arched; foreheads pressed tight together. but I’d never seen anything like
this.
One of the stags, not a foot away from the hood of my car, tried to rear up and away from
the bright threat before him, and I could see clearly what held them so tight together. Where the
antlers should part, wind loose and meandering up into the night air to shape out the summers
and winters the stag had lived, the number of times the antlers had been dropped and regrown,
the prongs tangled together. Their antlers were hopelessly knotted, each prong dripping velvet
and blood so wet it dazzled when the light hit it. Not a stag in the herd was free to move without
the head of its brother coming with it. Some deer had failed to move on, and the evidence hung
wet and dripping between the antlers of their kin. Heads ripped from necks, some still wearing
spines dangling from the gory base of their stumps. They rested almost peacefully, forehead to
forehead, looking into the eyes of the deer that had pulled their rack free of their body. They
couldn’t escape, I realized with despair, they would never be able to pull themselves apart.
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I didn’t tell my roommates what I saw when our basement flooded. It was a wet summer,
full of the sloppy overflow of Atlantic hurricanes run ragged from the gulf. The grass was so
saturated you could drink the sweet punch of the soil through a curly straw. It was my last year of
college, and I could feel the future gaping in front of me, empty and hungry. This house would be
my last stopover before I became a real adult, with the umbilical of education severed. It constantly dripped, the gutters running over.
I first met the house the winter before I moved in when the ground was frozen into licks
and spits of frost. It stood like a great off-white hill, one story and coming a bit apart. It reminded
me distantly of the sea I had grown up beside. I suppose that should have been a warning, a sign
of what was to come, but I missed the ocean so much that even this tiny pale reminder made me
ache for her. I had seen many houses before this one, and at this point, they all looked the same.
Places built for leaving. What made this house notable was the washer dryer in unit, the unusably
small garage, and the fact that no one else wanted it. My housemates couldn’t tour the property,
so I took a quick shaky video of each of the rooms still full of the current tenant’s belongings like
little dioramas of what kind of person might live here. Like a dollhouse.
My housemates were friends of convenience, if friends at all, we were all just desperate
for any place. The video didn’t matter, I’m not sure anyone even watched it. What mattered was
that water was included, there was free parking and a dishwasher, and it was 50 dollars cheaper
than any place I’d seen. There wasn’t enough space in the driveway for us all, the tenants warned
us the landlord was very “hands-off”, and in the winter the heating bill was astronomic due to
poor insulation, but it was a house, and it was only a year. Then we’d leave too.
The cellar was kept beneath a pair of rotting wooden storm doors that had both lost their
hinges long ago and now sat more as a symbolic barrier than anything to keep you out. Still, I
was a coward and believed that like death places above and below a house are not meant to be
entered before your time. I’m not proud of it, but it was the way that I was made. You must understand and forgive me for not looking in the cellar or the attic on that first tour of the house or
the weeks after we all moved in. Its knowledge faded to the back of my mind, a faint and benign
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darkness beneath the cheap linoleum floors.
We threw a party after school started. A housewarming, even though we’d already lived
in the house for a little over a month. Even with the time, our stuff still filled the living room in
boxes, so it was a believable performance. My housemates and I shared mutual acquaintances
that connected us in the loose way that defines the early twenties, we’d met in classes and exchanged smiles in the dining hall, and shared the campus gossip and secrets. I couldn’t tell you
their last names or phone numbers, and they couldn’t have told you mine.
It was a party staffed by almost strangers, people we all knew just enough to trust that
the others wouldn’t get the cops called for a noise complaint or underage drinking. Most of us
were old enough that that wasn’t a concern, but still, the locals didn’t like us. We were invasives,
transients, who treated the town like a carnival we were soon to leave. We were all planning to
leave each other, maybe with promises of keeping in touch, but who did that? It didn’t matter if
we loved each other or hated each other because it was only a year, and none of us were from
this tiny town. We could leave and skin ourselves of who we were in college, any mistakes we
made would be forgiven when we walked across the stage and accepted our diploma. I couldn’t
imagine what life might be like after that, everything leading up to graduation was meant to be
a big experiment, finding yourself, but what if the you that you found was someone you had to
sacrifice to get out? Who’d go on to get a job and become an adult? Not the me I am now, of that
I’m sure.
I’m not much for parties, but it was a beautiful night after the storms had passed over. We
were out on the uncovered back porch, which was already starting to lean and creak under the
guests. I looked down over the side and noticed brown water welling up from around where the
stairs cut into the lawn. Mosquitos hung thick in the air, perhaps born from those feted puddles.
They were born hungry and desperate, nipping at us, leaving pinprick hickies to darken into the
next week.
I stood against the wall of the house, close to the citronella candles, and tried to look
like I wasn’t waiting to be invited into a conversation. Everyone had sifted off into their groups,
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the people they knew, were dating, would like to fuck, and I hung in the air like the mosquitos
hoping for a bite. I was between friend groups after cheating on my ex, I hadn’t invited anyone
tonight, and I hoped someone might pull me in.
My ex and I had tried to make it work for a few months, me and him, but the relationship
had been over longer than we’d been together. I felt bad about it, of course, I wasn’t even really attracted to the girl I cheated on him with, she had a boyfriend. We hooked up in her car and
made the windows drip with condensation. I remember the smear my shoulder made against the
back window. She dropped her lipstick in my backpack when we were done.
I guess I hoped my ex would find out and end it, so I didn’t have to. He was a better man
than me, he tried to convince me to make it work, that if we could just improve our communication…and I guess in a way it did. I told him it was over.
We went our separate ways over the summer break, and I blocked his number, moved
off campus, and did my best to cleanse my life of him. Most of our mutual friends took his side,
understandably. He was a good guy, too good for me. A mosquito pricked my shoulder and my
housemate’s friend, couldn’t remember his name, leaned over to squash it. He left a red blush
on my skin. It would bruise tomorrow, an itchy lump for days after. Every time I touched the hot
skin, I would remember this night.
My housemate’s friend held out the joint burning between his fingers in a silent question, and I took it gratefully. Maybe weed and tobacco would do more than the pungent orange
candles that seemed to only be providing mood lighting to the insect’s indiscriminate attack. I
looked sideways at the man, young like me, more a boy. He was a nice-looking guy, maybe in
the year below me. He had shaggy blond hair and soft brown eyes and looked a bit like a dog that
was eager to please. I liked the sweater he was wearing; I might like to see him without it.
The night fell into place like that, someone brought out the cheap booze, and joints were rolled
and passed. There were maybe ten of us all together when midnight came. The Bluetooth speaker
died so someone had the idea to bring out an old boombox they had gotten for some art assignment. We managed to pick up a modern pop station that was playing something everyone knew.
24

Flood Warning
Folks were dancing on the porch, making it creak and groan, a few people had snuck away to our
bathroom, the only one we had, to try some groaning of their own.
It was going well. The boy I was talking to leaned in when we spoke, his lips hanging
open in invitation. People had migrated down the steps of the porch onto the grass. Mud crept
between toes and people slipped and were caught or fell and slipped again trying to regain their
feet. The crowd became a herd, and with it thought and voice and memory blended until someone was laughing and talking about sleepover games.
“Spin the bottle” a voice chimed in.
“No, no, it’s too wet, we don’t have a table,” said another
“Truth or dare?” said the boy whose name I remembered or was told again was Alby. A
second long vote was held and decided.
We played the usual round of dare-you-to-kiss-his-girlfriend, confess-to-your-crush,
touch-your-best-friend’s-boob, drunk-call-your-parents-and-pretend-you’re-sober. The confident
chose white lie truths and the braggarts chose dares and the cowards drank. In this way, high
school crept out of the beer bottles to break us into who we were before college. The me that I
was in high school was someone I liked better, it had been easier back then without the pressure
of being an adult. I could act like a spoiled child and feel no guilt for it. I answered three rounds
of truths with the bottom of my beer. I thought about changing each time the question came to
me, maybe I could be someone who took a dare, maybe I could be someone who went streaking
at the next football game or stole the weird taxidermy squirrel in the biology department. Maybe
I could be brave, or foolhardy, not myself.
When my housemate asked me if I wanted to do a dare or tell the truth, I said dare with
more confidence than I felt. Luckily it was innocent enough, to go into the cellar. A good excuse
to tell a lie, to put on a performance and be the story that would ride out of the party on wagging
tongues. I liked the idea of being a story people told, that maybe after I graduated there would be
a version of myself that could stay here.
On the porch, the guests’ laughter drifted after me as I scuttled across the grass in a white
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t-shirt and flip-flops, covering my bare legs up to my shorts in speckles of mud. In the morning
I’d wake with a bed full of almost sand, but for now, the cool pricks against my shins spurred me
forward. I threw a look over my shoulder when I reached the cellar door to make sure everyone
was watching. Most were and, satisfied, I turned back to the doors.
Each had a rusted metal handle, but they were of no use to me, with the hinges rusted
off like they were it would be faster to just grab the edge and haul it fully off the wooden frame,
more dramatic too. Under my hand, the wood was rough and bristling with splinters. They dug
and wiggled into my skin to pin this memory to me: heaving the door off, a bit unbalanced from
the lies and the lateness of the night, my fingers scrabbling and slipping, the door coming down
hard across my thigh, feeling a rush of cool wet air against my face. I looked down into the most
complete darkness I had ever seen. I thought it was a trick of my foggy brain, a memory dug up
from years of living and sleeping beside the sea, when I heard the slap of water against the wood.
The earthy smell of rotting wood and the algae that creep over docks and moorings. A ship, it
sounded like a ship beneath our house.
I crouched over the cellar, dangling one hand down and down until my fingers touched
cold, wet, and unmistakably, water. I recoiled from the sudden revelation over balancing and
almost landing flat on my back. I caught myself only at the last minute when my fingers sank
into the yielding mud. I did not know how deep our cellar was if it was more of a crawl space or
tall enough to stand in. How many feet of water sloshed beneath our kitchen floor? How long had
it been there? What else was splashing about way down in the absolute blackness of a place we
hardly thought about?
It was a hot night, and the idea of cold water just beneath drew me forward again. I
thought about using my phone to shine a light down, see if I could find the bottom, see what was
down there. It could be our own Atlantis, a new world to explore. I dipped my hand down again
to skim along the surface of the water and create little eddies and whirlpools with my touch.
Wouldn’t it be funny, I thought, to scare the party by disappearing with a splash into the
basement? I looked back over my shoulder, just to see if they were still watching. Most were, a
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few were looking down at their phones. I hoped that my ex would see the party on someone’s Instagram story, maybe catch a glimpse of my shoulder or knee or the back of my head, and wonder what I was doing now without him. I looked at the water, or the darkness I knew to be water
and thought how odd it would be to feel the groundwater consume me. I did not know how long
the basement had been flooded, days at least, if not weeks. Weeks of drifting on a secret ocean.
The longer I stared, the more I thought I could see something pale deep down in the water. Not quite like a reflection or the proper glimmer of a light shining up at me, but perhaps a big
white stone sitting deep down on the basement floor. I thought I could see deviations in the color
of the object, perhaps they formed the hollows of eyes, a nose, the dark crack of a mouth. The
more I looked the more I was sure it was a face looking up at me from the water. Has someone
fallen down there? Was it a terrible secret our landlord wanted to hide from us? Was it a doll? A
big white jug? A stone?
I leaned forward, the stone’s eyes were hooded now, just like mine, and its jaw seemed
to be working to breathe. Could it breathe? Down there with all that water or was it drowning,
holding its breath for as long as it could. I wanted to reach for it, cup its cheek and pull it to the
surface. I felt like it could forgive me, and I it, for whatever silt it brought up.
Behind me on the porch the party was becoming impatient, calling me back and shouting
questions about what I saw. Their voices came to me muffled and rippled, I could understand
their meaning, but not find the words to answer. What did I see? I wasn’t sure, I could see the
lighter frame of the cellar entrance and make out that there was a darkness down below it. my
vision buzzed with speckles of visual noise, and in amongst the noise, I could find the stone. It
was very dark all around me, and that darkness felt like it was squeezing me, pushing me forward
towards the faint pale face. The feeling of leaning further and further forward crept up on me
until I was more in the cellar than out. I knew if I leaned a bit further, just a hair, I would kiss the
rock at the bottom of the cellar. I might not even hold my breath, I wanted to feel the water in my
lungs, I could be something new. It would be like a baptism and on the other side, my face would
be as clean and blank and forgivable as the stone. I imagine myself unraveling and dropping like
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gutted fish. Below me, the stone’s lips part as though it was waiting for a meal. I jerk up and drag
the cellar door back over the opening, sealing it.
I stumbled to my feet, and back to the party, and when they asked, I told everyone the
basement had flooded and we smiled and laughed about how it wasn’t our house. Whatever damage the groundwater caused it wouldn’t be our house anymore in a few short months. We would
skin ourselves of it and emerge to find a new house like the doomed hermit crabs, cursed to move
from one toxic painted shell to the next. Hermit crabs can’t breed in captivity, isn’t that funny?
Every pet hermit crab used to be wild, and now it lives in a terrarium with smooth white rocks
that smile up at it.
I’m in bed now, a week later, the sump pump got fixed and pulled all the water out of the
cellar and away into the storm drains. But I still dream of the water. I dream of the way it felt
against my fingers, and the way it could have felt in my lungs. I dream of smooth white lips and
the way the thing in the cellar might feel if I had tipped down, down, down.
It’s storming again outside, rain soaking the roof, seeping down the struts of the house
and into the walls. I can’t help but think, all that keeps that water at bay is a plug in the cellar and
a fuse in the box. How easy would it be to fill the basement again and perhaps this time I will
reach for the stone, reach down and down, and find something new and strange to wear on my
face.
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I was born a pretty girl, covered in a cowl of fine veined blood, wrapped around my face
to keep my first breath trapped close to my tiny pink lips. I tore myself free with blunt pudgy
fingers and looked up into my mother’s face for the first time. I wept, and she wept to see me.
She too had been born a pretty girl and had always dreamed of having a pretty girl to
take that mantle from her. She wanted to give up the weight of loving and nurturing, to leave the
dull yellow walls of the daycare that she and my father owned to a nice new child. She did not
believe my brothers had the domestication for it, a fear only confirmed when she watched them
refuse to hold my violently red and weeping body. I could smell the recognition and revulsion
in them. They were wild things too, but ones that would be bankers, politicians, truck drivers, or
good-for-nothing men.
I did not want to be a pretty girl. I screamed and howled until the nurse took me from my
mother. At first, my skin was raw pink, my hands unable to open beyond chubby fists that I used
to paw and claw at anything that got close. I didn’t open my eyes for ten days after my birth,
and whenever a nurse pried them open my vision was dark and blurred. I was soft and covered
in lanugo like a sick mimicry of a wolf’s skin. I refused to latch on to my mother’s hairless tit
or smile at my father’s strange voice. I wanted to beg them not to call me a girl, to collar me, or
leave me in the woods to run naked and wild.
My father looked down at me in my hospital’s sterile white bassinet with a frown wrinkling his kind face. He was used to children and their strange feral nature, but he had not expected that from his daughter. He had thought, as my mother had, that I would grow soft and
kind inside her. They whispered over me, arguing over what name to place on me. What name
would sweeten me, make me more suited to the life they wanted for me? They settled on Joan, as
though a boyish girl’s name might satiate me. It was plain and ill-fitting even then.
When I came home from the hospital my parents put me in a room that overlooked the
yard and gave me a small orphanage of dolls and a single stuffed rabbit. From the age that I
could hold things, my mother attempted to show me how to care for the dolls, how to brush their
hair and dress them for the day, how to bandage scuffed knees, and read them storybooks. It was
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a kind of play pretend I detested and fought against even when I did not have the words to reject
it. I was more interested in sitting in the yard and digging motes in the dirt for water from the
garden hose to flow through, in hiding my little rabbit in the tall grass only to pounce upon it in a
bloodless victory. I watched my brothers wrestle and fight and run from our yard into the woods
to build forts, to found kingdoms and I felt my skin itch. They did not accept me when I tried
to run with them, in their eyes I was ruined the moment I was declared a girl. I wanted to tell
them that I was not a girl, I was a wolf, and I could be loud and hairy and fast just like them. My
words came out jumbled and rough, a mewling babble, and they laughed at me.
I spent the first years of my life crawling and bawling and begging to be allowed to stay
naked on all fours. My parents dressed me in white skirts and tights, fitted my balled-up toes into
patent leather shoes, and tied back my hair into neat little plaits. My ears were pierced, and my
teeth were fitted into steel muzzles to make their shape more square and less canine. I fought it
at first, but I learned to love being good. It made things easier. I was called a good girl for sitting
up and learning to speak, for helping with the dishes, and for walking on two legs instead of
four. I cleaned my brother’s muddy footprints off the floor with a Swiffer and ate with a fork in
exchange for treats of ice cream and walks in the park. That felt like it should be enough, even
when the shape of a girl felt loose and ill-fitting on my stranger bones.
My mother took me to the daycare for the first time when I was hardly six months old. I
think she hoped that beginning the socialization young might shape me into someone who took
naturally to caring for children. I sniffed in curiosity at the air when she rolled me in through the
front door, it smelled of talcum powder, homemade playdough, and faintly vomit. My mother
kept me safely tucked into the covered stroller as the children of the daycare crowded up to me,
pressing their stained and sticky fingers against the mesh veil. They babbled to me, and I wailed
and snarled back. One turned to my mother and asked her what I was. The child’s voice was high
and a little afraid. I felt sorry for scaring it and closed my mouth around the howl I had been
working up to.
“She’s my daughter, honey, isn’t she beautiful?” my mother said, reaching down to
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smooth a hand over my head through the mesh. She was trying to quiet me with this gesture, this
small acknowledgment of my nature. The child looked back into the stroller and chewed its lip, it
didn’t seem to agree. For that, I was grateful and decided that I liked the children at the daycare.
When I was old enough to attend the daycare myself, I made a den beneath the yellow
slide on the playground, using my hands to hollow out a shallow cave where I could fit myself.
I attracted a small following of children who were also looking for a cool dark place to hide.
My mother watched them gather around me, watched us natter back and forth and play strange
games of tag that we came up with amongst ourselves, and smiled.
I eventually outgrew the daycare and went on to more formal schooling, but my mother
still had me come out on weekends to help her clean up the place, plan out activities, that sort of
thing. I didn’t mind it, I liked being able to revisit the hollow under the slide and remember the
games that my pack had played with me when we were small.
I read the myth of the Gévaudan in 2nd grade and bit off the tip of Millie’s finger on the
playground of my new school. I did it because I loved her and wanted to have her in my belly.
She screamed and wept while her finger seeped blood, turning the woodchips under our feet
red. She had let me be the dog when we played house, pouring water for me into the bowl we
were meant to use for the chili the cafeteria served. She had brushed my hair and stroked fingers
beneath my chin. She put the little white belt with flowers that her mother dressed her in around
my neck and led me around the playhouse on all fours. She never called me a girl, just ‘pet’, not
even using my clunky girl’s name. I cradled her face in my hands and lapped at her tears until
the recess monitor pulled us apart. I was put on suspension for two weeks after that, and Millie
moved schools. But her finger is still in my belly, and sometimes I can taste her, even now. We
never played house again, but I will remember the feeling of the belt around my neck.
My mother drove me home from school, she was so still, and hardly looked at me. I
looked out the window instead of at her and watched the daycare billboards my parents had made
pass by, counting down the miles until we were home.
That night my oldest brother pulled me aside. In the other room, I could hear my parents
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fighting in the quiet way they did when they thought we could hear. I think that my father was
winning because I could hear my mother pacing back and forth on the hardwood floors in her
slippers.
“Jo, you have to stop this crazy shit. Mom and dad are going to send you to one of those
wilderness military schools, or you’re going to get into trouble they can’t get you out of. You
can’t go around biting girls Jo.” Archer told me urgently, his hands tight on my arms. This close,
I could see the blonde fuzz that covered his cheeks. He wasn’t old enough yet to grow a beard,
but he was teetering on the edge of it. It was something I’d never have, I’d spent long minutes in
front of the bathroom mirror dragging my blunt fingers over my bare cheeks imagining what it
might be like to have them met with fur. I lifted my chin and pulled back my lips like a smile.
“I want to be sent to the wilderness, it’s where I belong,” I said. Archer let out a rough,
exasperated sigh. He rocked forward and pressed his face into his free hand where it covered
mine. I patted his back; of my brothers, he had always been the kindest to me even when I met it
only with teeth.
“Please Jo, can you just be normal for a little bit?” he asked me, looking up from where
he’d hidden his face, “Just, werewolves only turn on the full moon, right? It’s not the full moon
right now, so can you act like normal?”
I considered what he said, and found that I understood it, maybe it would be easier to create two neat halves of myself. Joan, a domesticated version of myself, and the wolf. I would wear
Joan’s face to the dinner table and school functions and around my brothers, and at night I could
be myself, be a wolf. Archer waited for a response, but I didn’t have one for him, so he left me
to my thoughts. I sat in front of the windows that looked down into the backyard and wondered
when the next full moon was. The problem you see with archer’s solution is that a werewolf does
not want to be a wolf, their natural state is a human being, and is a curse that changes them. My
curse was being a girl, the wolf that wore Joan’s face had been made first.
My mother returned with me to the daycare the next afternoon. I thought she just wanted
to make use of my suspension to get some small chores around the place, I didn’t realize it would
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be my punishment. She led me in by the hand, down the hall. I looked up at her, the way the
fluorescent lights haloed her dark hair made her look strange and indistinct. I knew my mother
had brought me here for a lesson, she always wanted to teach me something. She had told me to
bring with me my favorite toy, the little brown rabbit.
The daycare was built as a long hallway with rooms on the right and left, 8 rooms altogether. My mother walked me to the third door on our right, almost to the end of the hall where it
fetched up against the red glow of the emergency door. My mother held the door open for me so
that I could slip by her and into the darkroom. The only window in the classroom was covered by
one of those plastic blinds that let in only a few narrow slivers of light. The sun was going down
outside, and I knew soon those slivers would melt away. My mother stood in the doorway for a
moment, and I think that maybe she was regretting what she was about to do.
“I don’t know what to do with you, honey,” she sighed, “I don’t know what to do with
you.”
I didn’t reply, because I didn’t know either, I didn’t know what to do with myself. I was
stuck, trapped like a chick piping from an egg, held in place by the fictitious membrane I had
built for myself. It was easier as a child to imagine that I had been born wrong, but to imagine
that wrongness with claws and fur instead of finding the more complex and horrible truth of
things. A werewolf can be tested and found to be a wolf. You can hold silver to a wolf’s skin, or
in a more comical reality toss a stick, or squeak a ball, and the animal will reveal itself. There
is no testing, no objective truth to being born as I was. I could touch baby dolls, liked the color
purple, and didn’t mind my hair long, so did that make me human? But I wanted to be hairy, and
have a deep grumbling voice like my brothers, to be allowed to swim shirtless and filthy. Did that
make me a wolf?
My mother crouched down until we were eye to eye and held out her hand for my rabbit.
I clung to it, holding it close to my chest. I didn’t want to give up, to let go, but my mother’s
hands were firm as they dragged the rabbit from me. She pulled blue handled safety scissors from
the teacher’s desk, and cut off the left paw of my rabbit, and handed it back to me. I stared at it,
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and then at her. It was such a horribly violent thing to have come from my mother, who I had
only known to be soft in the way the world expected of her.
“Mom?” I asked, my voice high and tremulous. She was eerily still and silent in front
of me. In the darkness of the daycare, I could imagine her, too, as a wolf. We crouched, and we
looked at each other. She must have seen it in me, how I was trapped, how all I wanted was a
way out. I would have given my left hand, gnawed it off to match my rabbit, if it meant that I
could free myself of the mantle she had given me.
“All I have ever wanted for you,” my mother told me, “Is to have an easy life, to be happy. Do you understand?” I nodded mutely, clutching my rabbit to my chest “do you want to take
care of people baby? Do you want to be like me?”
I shook my head, I couldn’t speak, I think if I opened my mouth I would howl. My mother scrutinized my face, her eyes bright and keen in the shadows, whatever she saw there made
her sit back on her haunches and sigh. She got to her feet and left the room. The classroom door
closed behind her and left me sitting alone in the darkness. My breath was loud and shaky in the
darkness, I could hear my pulse faintly keeping pace with the seconds as they raced by.
I remembered the story of Romulus and Remus, sobbing on the banks of the river Tiber.
They had been born first as boys and brought up among wolves, and then they were able to
go back. I envied them. Was the cost so bad? I decided there, in the dark, that if I could not be
Romulus and Remus, I could be the Capitoline wolf. I held my rabbit, missing its left paw, in my
lap and cried for it. My mother returned for me what felt like hours later, wordlessly leading me
from the daycare and into the car seat in the back of our old van. I rested my cheek on the cold
glass of the window and imagined running beside the car, sprinting on long furry legs like my
brothers.
I began to slip from my bed at night when the house was asleep and tiptoe my way down
the stairs into the back garden while my family slept. When I was still a young pup, it was a furry
leopard print jacket that my father had bought me. I would put it on and slip down the wooden
creaking stairs on silent paws to run barefoot through the mud of the back garden. I would turn
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up to the moon and cry until my voice came out cracking and deep like my brothers. My parents
must have heard me, on those nights, but like my brother, they waited for me to grow out of it.
When puberty fully hooked into me, I sprouted ungainly hips and breasts, I dressed in loose
shirts layered over each other until the smell of sweat chased me down hallways in school. I
outgrew my coat and began dressing in black hoodies and slipping out the unlatched back gate
instead of rolling in the mud. The first time I slipped through the fence, I felt like I had the first
night I had been Wolfridden in the garden. I didn’t stop. I ran down the sidewalk, my shadow
loping along beside me.
Those nights, when I was alone wandering through my town, I became Jay Wolfe. I imagined that I was long-limbed and hairy now, that Joan had been eaten. I stayed out later and later, I
did not want to go home. I felt as though when I went home it would be like a werewolf outrunning the moon, or voluntarily dressing in silver. It will be a sort of death. The longer I spent as
him, the harder and harder it became to change back.
There is a legend of a man, his name was Peter and he devoured children. When he was
arrested, the lord of the village brought him before the court, looked him in the eye, and asked
him why he committed such horrible crimes.
‘of course, it is because I am a wolf’ Peter replied. The lord stood silent for a moment and
then asked,
‘Where then is your fur?’ Peter smiled,
‘It grows on the inside,’
The lord ordered Peter killed by dissection, filleted open while still alive to see the skin
come away and reveal naked and hairless muscle. I wonder sometimes what the surgeons would
see when they cut my chest open. Would they be able to see a truth in the muscle? That it was
meant to have a different shape?
I walked south down the road and out of the reach of the streetlights. A rural highway fed
into the town on each side, and about a mile and a half down stood the daycare. The signs came
first, ahead of it, sun-bleached and lonely rising out of the dusk. They bore the words Wolfe’s
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Daycare in cheerful looping font, difficult to read while driving, and around that a mess of once
bright handprints. One of them was mine, pink for the girls, blue for the boys. Time had yellowed
them and made the colors bleed together. My hands were much bigger now.
I walked on past the sign, staying carefully to the shoulder. A car passed me with its windows down, someone on the radio sang about having a girl in every city, the voice snatched away
as quickly as it came. I wasn’t sure the car saw me, I was wearing mostly black, and far enough
on the shoulder that I didn’t think the headlights found me until the last possible second.
It is odd, at night, to walk alone. It is something your brain adamantly fights against, tries
to convince you that there are horrible things in the shadows, rustling glowing eyes. It is an animal thing, for your eyes to glow. Human eyes don’t luminesce, they don’t throw back light like
a deer or a fox would, our eyes are dull and lifeless when light hits them which is why our night
vision is so poor. I remember as a child shining a flashlight into my eyes searching for a spark,
longing to have the bright green flash of a wolf’s eye.
It was a mild night, spring was coming gently, though awkwardly. The ground was still
dead beneath the new green buds, at least that’s how it had looked in the daylight. The night
washed the world in monochromatic blue-grey, even my own hands becoming ghostly pale. I
wondered if I looked strange to the cars passing if I retained my blue-grey skin when their headlights found me. The light was too bright, and I pressed my eyes closed.
In the myth of the Faoladh, there was a woman with hair like cornflower and three birdboned children and a husband that was dead, or away, or nonexistent depending on who you
asked. They lived on the edge of the woods and when strangers came to make mischief in the
village it was their cabin the strangers came to first. The strangers drew their knives and broke
down the door but instead of finding a woman and her children, there stood only a large black
wolf. It killed the strangers and saved the town, and then it became a woman again and lived
safely and contentedly in her house ever after.
I feel great grief for that woman and a great jealousy. I can’t imagine being cut free from
the skin I was born in and embraced instead of rejected. The wolf had not been terrible, or pred37
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atory, but a creature made to protect and love. I wanted more than anything to survive, change,
and be able to come back and live as I was meant to. I stood at the bottom of the driveway to the
daycare and looked up the long winding gravel road. The full moon hung like a great silver coin
over the eaves of the roof, its light brushing cool fingers onto my face.
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Irie Thomas met the man who would be her husband on a day in November eight months
before they would be married. I always wanted a summer wedding, she would say. He was
crouched in the street when she first saw him, a raincoat draping him like a magician hides a
trick. When he stood, he was bareheaded, dripping, and holding victoriously in one hand a small
scrap of paper. It was the tag for his dry cleaning, caught by the wind and almost lost forever
with the plastic shopping bags, cigarette butts, and children’s shoes that are so often taken in that
way. Irie too was taken by the wind and swept slipping and shivering to him. He was startled, but
pleased, to meet her. He accepted her phone number bashfully and promised to show her what he
had left at the dry cleaners, maybe next week? At dinner?
So it went, as these things do, awkward courting in dinner and coffee shops turned into
staying over at each other’s apartments and learning that they did not have the same taste in
movies, but it was quite alright because they both listened to the same music, and Lou had a deep
love for police procedurals that Irie found perfectly tolerable. Lou was an amateur playwright
and put on little shows for Irie in his living room, which she thought was quite endearing, if never any good. Irie grew plants beside her one small apartment window and liked to sing them jazz
songs very late at night when she was tipsy. She would turn around and around her pots in a little
yellow chemise and try her best to make her voice deep and grumbling as she crooned.
“Heaven created a miracle, and sent me down an angel like you…”
The first time Lou saw her do this he thought to himself that she was made from a sweet
sliver of the moon, come down to earth to cast light in dark corners. Like the plants, under Irie’s
care, Lou bloomed. He was promoted at work, making almost twice as much as he was before,
and he began to save towards the down payment on a house. Irie worked as a librarian at the
local public school and whenever she and Lou split the bill she smiled without her teeth.
They announced their engagement at a small party with more of Lou’s family than Irie’s,
everyone smiled and politely clapped. They weren’t surprised, especially Irie’s father who had
always predicted, cruelly, she would end up the same way as her mother. They fought sometimes,
not about anything in particular, dishes in the sink, the electric bill, who left the door unlocked.
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It usually ended with Irie sitting on the lid of the toilet staring at herself in the bathroom mirror.
Lou bought Irie an engagement ring with two lab-grown tourmalines, Irie’s birthstone, and a
wild-caught diamond set in a small silver band. The stones were flat cut and sterile. When Irie
first tried it on, it was two sizes too large, she laughed and said she would get a little chain for it
until the jeweler could shave it down smaller. Lou didn’t like the idea of spending more to get it
altered. Lou thought it should have fit the first time.
They continued to follow the easy steps of the American dream, a husband and wife,
a framed photo of their first child with an absurd feather hat on its newborn head, a yard big
enough for birthday bounce houses, a two-car garage with a peloton. They found a house within
Lou’s budget, but out of Irie’s and agreed that Lou would buy the house. Irie would be a tenant,
without her name on the loan from the bank, paying the cost of the utilities each month. Lou assured her that once they were married and joined their finances, she’d be on the deed too. It was
a promise that made Irie secretly crawl with anxiety, she quit her job for the move, and without
a set wedding date she wasn’t sure when the house would be hers too. Lou promised the district
was good, with lots of job opportunities, she wouldn’t have to live off her savings long.
The house was two-story whitewashed foursquare with all the trim painted a brick red.
It had a little yard, a brass mailbox, and an apple tree the real-estate agent promised would bear
fruit in the fall. When fall did come, the apples would be small as a baby’s fist and too sour to
eat. Lou didn’t offer to carry Irie over the threshold, and Irie didn’t have the heart to ask. It was
a thoughtless cruelty, unintentional and unacknowledged, that Irie took and put away somewhere
behind where her heart beat in her chest. Sometimes that place behind her heart was stuffed so
full that Irie found it hard to breathe. She trailed after Lou down the hallway into what would be
their living room, preordained by floorplans and architects and real estate agents. Irie looked at
Lou and smiled and imagined what her life could be like here.
She imagined the couch she would buy; she had always wanted one of those pea soup
green Victorian couches that had clawed feet like tiny darling dragons. She imagined end tables,
covered in useless conversation starter books that would gather dust because there would be no
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need for them. She imagined the friends she and Lou would make, adult friends, a network of
other beautiful stable couples to throw parties with, and maybe one day to sip wine with while
their children played with hers. She imagined sitting on a plush grey rug, leaning back against
Lou’s leg while he wrote his plays, a novel open and unattended in her lap. She imagined she
could be happy here. Irie had always felt that one of the most certain markers of adulthood was
a living room, she had lived so long in studios and dorms, the luxury of a place just meant to
lounge in seemed so very mature. Lou was talking about the recent renovation of the house, and
how good the property value in the area was.
They wandered hand in hand through the mostly empty house like this, Irie filling the
space with what she imagined could fit there, and Lou talking with excitement about the various
moldings and hardwoods and tiles that made up its pedigree. A few of their things had made it in
already, big square boxes and a few pieces of furniture trussed up in white moving blankets. Irie
didn’t mind it, when the house was empty it was simple and more than anything full of possibility. She ran her hands across the draped back of a set of sagging easy chairs that had made the
migration from her old apartment, already old friends were moving in.
That first night they camped in what would be their bedroom, spreading a moving blanket
out on the floor. They ordered in from a fast food place ten minutes away, and Lou pulled a cheap
bottle of wine out of his duffle bag for them to share. They ate on their sides facing each other on
the blanket, handing the bottle back and forth. Once the food was eaten, the wrappers scattered
like notes to be found later, Lou leaned forward and cupped Irie’s cheek. He smiled at her, his
brown eyes folding up into sweet happy crinkles.
“I love you, Irie Gagnon.”
Irie turned her face into his hand, pressing her soft pink lips to his palm so he could feel
her smile. She wanted to stay soft in his hands forever. They fell asleep wrapped in each other
and the moving blankets, bare chest to bare chest, legs tangled. It was a surprisingly comfortable
place to sleep, and Irie would have stayed there until the sweet blush of dawn grew too much
for her had a sound from the street not crept its way into her bed. Irie sat up in the full dark of
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the room, the only light the faint glow of the streetlamp coming in through the blinds. It was the
time of night when the darkness is at its strongest, quietest, coldest. Sometime between two and
three am. She rose on bare feet, still hardly awake, dizzy with the sudden shift from dreaming
to wakefulness. The cold of the house, the kind that only comes from houses that remember
many winters, seeped up through the soles of her feet and made her shudder. She felt uneasy but
couldn’t remember what small, unsettling noise had shaken her from sleep.
She walked to the tall bay windows that hemmed in the southeasterly side of the house
as quietly as she could, every few steps shooting furtive looks back to where Lou slept. From the
windows, she could look down easily into the street where the streetlights bathed the road in yellow light. It illuminated the white boughs, trunks of the trees, and glossed over the silent sleeping
bodies of the cars clustered to either side. The trees were dogwoods, just beginning to come into
bloom. In a few weeks, they’d have Irie sniffling and coughing whenever a window was left
open. Under the light of the lamps, they looked like eerie sentinels, the occasional breeze making
them shiver just as Irie did.
Behind her, Lou stirred, and she looked back at him. His face was still soft in sleep, his
hands balled under his head, he had moved to fill the space she had left. Irie caught a movement
from the corner of her eye and turned quickly back to the street. Below Irie stood a dog. It was a
large creature, in the shade of the trees its dappled white and grey coat seemed to merge with the
asphalt. The dog looked up at Irie, its head cocked inquisitively like it too was looking at something out of place. They stared at each other, both frozen by being seen. Irie felt for a moment
that she understood the beast. Its tail raised, and its ears pricked. It seemed to be on the alert,
looking at some threat just out of Irie’s sight. She craned her neck to see what the dog might be
looking at. Its gaze was fixed right at where their front door must be, though the windowsill hid it
from Irie’s view. The dog’s lips pulled back from its teeth in a snarl Irie couldn’t hear.
The hackles along the dog’s back raised until it seemed to glow with a halo of fur where
the streetlamps touched it. Irie’s breath came fast through her teeth. She was as sure as the dog
that there was something there at the door. The dog took a menacing half step forward towards
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the house, and whatever it was it was looking at must have moved because the dog shied away,
cringing back. In a moment the dog spun and sprinted down the quiet street. Between each
streetlamp, its form disappeared completely.
As soon as the dog was out of sight for the last time, the spell over Irie broke and with it
her stillness. She flew down the stairs, fetching up against the front door and turning the deadbolt
with shaking fingers. With that done, Irie still couldn’t be rid of the feeling that something outside was trying to get in.

The next morning, Irie cooked eggs for her and Lou, and he did not ask about the purple
bags swinging below her eyes. She kissed him on the cheek, and he walked out of the door, leaving her alone for the day. Irie locked the door behind him and turned to face the boxes that contained everything that they had brought from their separate lives to share together. Lou was much
more minimalistic in his life than Irie, she struggled to be parted even from the most mundane of
keepsakes. Like a dog with a bone, she’d keep them stashed safely beneath her bed until such a
time as she needed them, a time that rarely came.
That day, Irie decided she would clear the kitchen of boxes and have dinner waiting for
Lou when he got home. Guilt coiled in her gut for every drawer of the house her things filled that
Lou’s did not, how had she come to have so much junk, what must Lou think of her taking up all
that space? She began to set aside things to throw away or hide in the basement so that her spoon
set didn’t compete with Lou’s much finer one. The plastic handles looked bulky and childish
beside his silver cutlery. Yes, his were cutlery, and hers were just spoons and forks and butter
knives. She’d gotten most of them in college, they were so cheap. She pulled them all carefully
from the box and walked them to the trash can. She laid them inside gently and stood over the
can, staring down. They looked almost like a tangle of limbs; each handle full of the use it had
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given her for years. They had traveled with her from her first apartment, helped her butter the bagels her cheap toaster burnt, and listened to her sing to her plants on the weekends. She couldn’t
do it, she pulled them out of the trash and set them aside in a box for the basement.
They were joined by Irie’s dish towels, her matching set of frog salt and pepper shakers,
which kissed with little magnets hidden in their lips when you put them next to each other. She
taped the box closed around noon and labeled it KITCHEN IRIE 21/9/2019. The box was too
heavy to carry into the basement, so she put it on the little landing that split the staircase in half
and resolved to ask Lou for help later.

Irie’s hair began to fall out three days after they moved in, not all at once, not so much as
to be alarming. Irie loved her hair; it had always been thick and healthy and held its curl no matter what she put it through. It crept up on her slowly, when she went to shower after Lou had left
for the day, the drain would need cleaning. Her hairbrush began to pass through her hair faster,
she could see more of her scalp than she ever had before. When she put her hair up, the elastic
needed more turns to be snug. Little things that at first could easily be ignored, but over the first
month of living in the house the evidence of the change in her hair began to invade the back of
her mind. At night she dreamt of a dog with mange, of the naked coyote her nana had called a
Chupacabra when she was young. During the day she found herself googling “how to grow back
hair” “what causes female balding” and “aspergillus”. She would click on the image results and
scroll until she saw hair follicles even when she closed her eyes.
One night Irie wrapped her fingers around the width of her ponytail and frowned. Lou
stood beside her, brushing his teeth with his hip occasionally nudging against hers. She turned
to him and asked if he’d noticed her hair thinning. He reached out and stroked a hand over her
head, flattening her curls.
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“Of course not,” he said, “just as beautiful as the day I met you.” Her hair had been
soaked to her scalp when they met. Irie didn’t mention this, she didn’t think he meant it literally.
She turned away from the mirror and did her best to put it out of her mind.
That night, Irie found the door unlocked and sobbed so hard she had to press her fingers
into her mouth to keep them buried in her throat. It seemed that with each week that passed, Irie
became more and more convinced that whatever had been at the door that night with the dog had
come inside.

Two months into living in the house, Irie was no closer to finding a job than she had been
that first day. It weighed on her, watching money steadily drain from her account. She tried to be
frugal, to not indulge but it was so hard when the easy pleasure of a present delivered to her door
came readily. It was swift becoming the only safe thing besides Lou that the outside world had
to offer her. When the packages came, she opened the door just a crack, pulling them through
quickly and furtively. She would open them right there in the hallway, ripping open the plastic
with her teeth.
She had started off ordering command hooks, little drink umbrellas, essential oil diffusers, and a pretty rainbow window film to give privacy to the lower levels. All these things, she
justified, would improve the house, and might make both her and Lou happier. When she ran out
of ideas for things to hang or stick or decorate, she moved to crafts. She bought a rug tufter, a
small civilization of miniature dollhouses, a little whirring drone she never once took outside to
fly. By the end of July she was buying the kind of things you might find on late night tv, a pair of
socks that doubled as floor dusters, an instant slushy maker, even several of those hideous bracelets with their gaudy expensive charms.
As she filled her hiding spots around the house, she tried not to think of her Aunt Lottie’s house and the way that it burst at the seams from her collection of treasures. She tried not
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to think of her father’s beer bottle collection that he hid beneath the back seats of his car. She
convinced herself she was different than that, she needed these things and besides, she was
much better off than Aunt Lottie or her father had ever been. She didn’t show Lou the things she
bought, she knew how he would look at her if he found them. It would be the same way he’d
looked at her family home the few times he’d gone with Irie to visit her parents.
He would look at her with his eyebrows drawn together and a scowl pulling at the edges
of his lips, he would ask Irie if she needed all this stuff. She would sweat, and fidget with her
t-shirt while staring at her toes. She would feel like a dog, swatted with a newspaper for bad behavior. Luckily Lou spent very little time in the house, and left the tidying and storing of things
up to her.
It was certainly a willful ignorance on Lou’s part. The truth was, he did not want a crazy
wide, a hoarder, or a problem. He just wanted someone waiting at the door happy to see him. He
was the sort of man who liked to watch videos of veterans returning from deployment to shaking Labradors loosed by beautifully crying blond girlfriends. When Irie cried to see him, Lou
thought it was charming. When she begged him not to go in the morning, he thought it was just
like a movie, with him as the dashing hero off on an adventure.

Irie’s hair continued to thin, and her eyes dulled. The house with all its empty rooms
terrified her. It all needed to be cleaned, heated, and lighted, and all that cost money Irie was
slowly running out of. She took to standing in the bay windows at the front of the house every
afternoon, listening for the siren that would go off promptly at 12:01. She quivered nervously as
the sound enveloped the house. Glass in the frame rattled, ever so slightly. One night, when Lou
was home, he looked at her naked in bed beside him and said,
“You’ve lost weight, honey.”
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Nothing in his tone made it clear if he was happy about this, but it made Irie flush. After
that, she began to take herself out for walks. She hoped that however he had meant it, this bit of
exercise would improve her for him. She could only stand to be outside at night, something about
the closeness of the darkness comforted her, the knowledge that anywhere in this darkness there
could be a dog, and that dog would bark if it saw something. She walked three left turns, like
Theseus in the labyrinth, until it led her in a circle back to her front door. It was late summer, the
air sticky and cloying hot. The dogwoods that had clogged Irie’s nose for months were beginning
to crisp at the edges, and she felt glad for it. The night was peaceful, quiet, and when she stepped
into it, she felt some of the weight of the house lift from her. Irie turned her face up to the artificial buzz of the lamp posts and they obliged to wash her in their warm yellow light.
The electricity seemed louder than normal, almost as loud as the cacophony of crickets.
As Irie walked, she found that it filled her hearing, and when she looked up at the streetlamps,
it grew louder. Irie had noticed that the way the lamps looked, the long spokes of light that
splayed out from them, almost resembled arms and legs. When she watched them, they danced.
The lamps dazzled her, to the point she did not realize she had stepped off the curb, down onto
the street, and out into the road. A voice pulled her from the song of the streetlights. The voice
warned, “Watch out!” in a harsh rasp. Irie realized that the lamp’s light had been joined by headlights and quickly shuffled to the side of the road.
A woman sat curled on her porch in a wicker chair. She was aged in the way that nicotine
ages you, her skin tanned and leathery, her eyes two dark hollows, her face folded in many places. Irie felt spooked, locked in place by the sudden attention. It had been so long since anyone
looked at her with such directness.
“Thank you,” Irie said. The woman nodded and waved a hand. Irie realized that she
couldn’t remember the last time she had talked to a stranger. She used to love chatting with
strangers on the bus, or the train on the way home to her apartment, coaxing out their stories, or
just enjoying sharing space in the most basic and human way.
The woman’s house was about the same age and style as Lou and Irie’s, but it didn’t wear
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it so elegantly, it leaned a bit to the side and while the paint had once been white, time had
turned it into a toothy yellow. In comparison, the house Irie came from looked sterile, hardly
lived in. At the front of the house, a sign read ‘beware the dog’ in bright red letters with a cartoon
black dog snarling viciously. Irie pointed to it.
“Do you have a dog?” she asked the woman who snorted and shook her head.
“Just to keep the riff-raff away” she paused and looked at Irie quite intently, “Are you ok honey?” she asked.
Irie was not sure if she was ok, and she didn’t know how to respond to the shrewd interest in the
woman’s eyes. She nodded, backed away, and took her next left turn. In one more left, she would
be home safely at her front door.

It was uneasy quiet in the house when Irie returned, the sort of stillness a house holds
when it knows the humans that inhabit it are about to fill it full of sound. Irie padded as quietly
as she could through the house and into the living room. Lou sat in one of the two uncomfortable
grey modern loungers he had insisted on with his hands open palm up in his lap. For a moment
she thought he was asleep but her eyes found his in the half gloom. Light from the street filtered
in through the sheer blinds, but not enough that she could make out his expression. Irie stared at
his palms instead, her eyes wide and already welling with tears. When she was a child, her mother had told her that if she needed to stop crying, she should look at something bright and try not
to squint, but there wasn’t anything bright enough to stop this.
Lou asked Irie where she had been, and Irie couldn’t answer him. She had been on the
street, hadn’t she? Just around the corner, but it had felt so much farther away from this place,
this moment than that. Had she wandered further than she meant to? Was this a strange dream?
The streetlamps were loud outside the house, filling her senses with a serene hum. It felt like a
dream, she looked at Lou and his mouth was moving. She couldn’t hear what he was telling her
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over the buzzing in her ears. The streetlamps looked in through the windows and painted her
in gold while Lou sat in blue. Irie began to cry, fat tears spilling down her cheeks to patter onto
their wood floor. She didn’t know what to do but cry, she wasn’t sure that she loved Lou anymore.
Beware the dog, the sign in the woman’s yard said, not a warning for a dog but for the
people that looked at the house and wondered what was inside. In his chair, Lou was still talking
without any of the sound reaching Irie. He was saying something about a hospital maybe, or a
doctor, or leaving the house. On that at least they could agree, Irie tore her gaze away from the
lamp posts, from Lou’s palms, and walked back out the front door and into the street. The lights
of the street coasted, bright as fairies spinning past Irie’s wide eyes. It was beautiful, a beautiful
night, so warm. Above her, the lamps sang of a wet summer. She danced under their glowing
watchful eyes. It was a sign, the way that they marched down the road and away from the house.

Irie Thomas moved out of the house on a Tuesday in early fall. The yard was full of apples rotting, small as a baby’s fist. It was unseasonably cold and raining in the way it does at the
end of the day when you need to get home. Irie’s hands shook as she put the keys in Lou’s hand.
She would never see the house in winter, never finish decorating the living room, or hang the
new bathroom mirror. Her box of kitchen things never had time to creep down to the basement.
Irie wished that the day would stop and loop back to the day that she moved out of the apartment
she had sung to her plants in. Those plants were dead now, wilted behind drawn curtains. There
was no marriage to dissolve, no property to split, nothing besides the boxes and Irie’s two suitcases and everything she had ordered online in the last three months.
Lou was happy, he said it was a clean split. Irie nodded, her eyes dull. She stepped over
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the threshold and turned back to look at the man who would have been her husband. He grinned
at her reassuringly, he looked so happy to be rid of her. She had been weighing on him, her
health, her worry, her joblessness, and now he would be free. He was still bareheaded, but Irie
could see the trick in him now as she hadn’t when they first met. Lou told her this didn’t have to
be the end, they could stay friends, but Irie knew this wasn’t the truth.
She shook her head and picked up the last box containing a storm glass, two wilted philodendrons, and a book about dreams by a Russian poet. She did not wait for Lou to say goodbye,
she closed the door and walked down the three front steps, and she looked in the street, and there
was a dog.
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The world is flat in South Dakota. Even the wind runs straight as the trains, and just as
fast. The world is two postcards, one with the sky, one with the fields and the roads, held in parallel. Toyota and Chrysler and Subaru scuttle between them. Every few minutes the slow monolith of a freight truck would crawl by, catching behind it the shells of coke cans and gas station
bags in the backdraft of the rumbling rear tires.
Daryl Miller had spent twelve long years at the wheel of one such truck, winding through
country meant to be flown over. Behind his red cab, he pulled the consumption of every city
from Vegas to Jersey, but never settle in one for long. He would pull a truck of baked goods from
Pittsburgh to Madison Wisconsin, and then pick up recycling to bring back to Bremerton where
it would be taken from him, loaded up on the freighter, and shipped away to whatever dump was
destined to claim it. Saint Louis called for engine parts and then Kalispell sent him on his way
with fiberglass. People were kind to him, he was treated well by the company, waitresses smiled
at him in diners, and the mechanics gave him a professional discount when his truck broke down.
But for all that the country was a big place Daryl knew precious few people in it. His phone
book, which he kept analog in a tiny brown moleskin in his glove box, only filled three pages.
Half of those numbers Daryl was pretty sure didn’t have anyone to pick them up anymore, but he
couldn’t bring himself to scratch them out.
He told himself it was a good life, a life his belly had swelled into, his hairline had run
from. He greeted strangers with an accent begot by nowhere, friendly enough he was familiar to
anyone who has had their door opened for them when entering a gas station, or received directions from a travel-worn face, or any child who has waved at a cab in hope of hearing the long
whistling horn. Familiar, but still strange. It ached a bit when Daryl thought of it, remembered
growing up in a neighborhood where he knew people. He’d never been real close with his neighbors, but he’d had them as a boy, and he’d even known a few of their names. Now the closest he
had were other truckers in the Love’s Travel Stops & Country Stores overnight parking. He had
never dreamed of grandness or being anything more than the man that he was. He was wholly
unremarkable, except for one thing he would be the last visitor to The Church of Holy Hill.
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Daryl Miller had never heard of the church before the day he walked through the red
front door. He was not a religious man, not the sort to wrap a rosary around his rearview mirror
or tune the radio to 103.5 Christian gospel. He’d never even found solace in the secular pilgrimage to roadside attractions like the Jolly Green Giant, The Corn Palace, The House on the Rock.
These places are all churches in their own ways, places built with the faith and worship found in
the pockets of tourists. Dollars fill the worship bowls of giant yarn balls and mystery spots where
gravity tells lies, a door fee keeps you inside because they know you won’t be back. This direct
transaction of faith has not seemed to tarnish the belief roadside attractions inspire, if anything
it has become part of their gospel. It has made a new divinity that can travel as easily as you or I
can, one no longer reliant on people who believe coming back for Sunday service. The religion
of roadside attractions relies on the story, on new pilgrims hearing about them every week and
thinking just how big is the largest twine ball in West Virginia? America, if nothing else, is fertile
soil for gods.
Please do not have false hope that you might one day find the church, driving at sunset
on a Sunday on the interstate while worship music, the only station your car radio can find, plays
softly. It is a place that reveals itself to those seeking a miracle, those longing for the ground to
put their knees to, those with a keen eye for something extraordinary, and occasionally the lucky
few looking for a place to give purpose to their third day on the road.
Daryl was brought up without a belly full of religion. No, to him the greatest authority was his father’s, and the Word came on breath soured by the turn of gin or whiskey. It was
an easy scripture to follow, but still, his body bore the memory of belt buckle stigmata. It was
a lonely congregation too, just him, his older brother for the brief time their childhoods overlapped, and his younger sister. They would all sit around the breakfast table; little hands clasped
on forks and knives and pray that today would not be the day of revelations.
That is all to say, Daryl held no love for religion. He had been in a church only twice
before, once for his father’s funeral, and once for his sister’s wedding.
Perhaps it was that fond memory that pulled his wheel to the exit when he saw the sign
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advertising ‘The Oldest Church in South Dakota”. Perhaps he longed for a miracle, a kinder
memory of faith, or maybe he just needed the simple miracle of an unlocked public bathroom.
Whatever the case, Daryl found himself chasing the signs down long stretches of rural highway
through cornfields dusted by travel. The road cut its rut between the stalks, golden stems rising
high enough that even from the cab Daryl could only see a long strip of the sky winding overhead.
It had been such a long day already, hauling return pallets from Ponca Nebraska up
through the Dakotas to Cody. Driving northwest always ended up with an eyeful of sun on the
highway with nothing to block it, but here between the corn stalks, Daryl was grateful for the
shade. Three vultures held hands in the distance, dancing circles around the smell of something
rotting. Daryl cracked the window so that the air that had been playing on a loop through his AC
from Rapid City could finally escape and the smell of soil could rush in. It was a good day, Daryl
decided, even if he couldn’t find the church. Maybe he would stop in at the next town and treat
himself to a plate of small-town hospitality or a little souvenir to keep him company on his dashboard. He had a bit of a fondness for collectible teddy bears proudly wearing this or that town’s
name. He had two on his dashboard and one propped up in the passenger seat to keep him company. The one he kept in his passenger seat was the oldest, a gift from his mother when he was
young, it wore the shirt with his town’s name on it, or at least it had. Years of the sun had faded
the words almost to nothing, only faint grey smudges. Daryl could hardly remember what it had
looked like anymore and in his quieter moments, he would look at that bear and feel immense
grief.
The truck bounced roughly over a pothole; she was an ugly thing, but valuable in her age
and freedom from the new constraints of GPS hours and auto locks. Daryl had affectionately
named her Betsy years ago when he bought her off a man whose back was too sore to curl into
her seat anymore. She bore the small markers of a thing loved and lived in; Daryl kept a spare
pair of wool socks in her glove box, a little pinup of Betsy Ross pinned behind the sun-shield, an
extra set of keys stashed in her generous wheel wells. She was the closest thing Daryl had to a
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living companion on the road and they knew each other well. She languished in the warm summer air, her engine opening wide and hot to pump great breaths through the valves and pipes to
keep her moving steadily along. Daryl hummed to himself, leaning forward a bit over the dashboard to try to catch sight of any hint that there really was a church somewhere out here between
the tumbleweeds and culverts.
The Church of Holy Hill stands in the places along highways you will never see again,
in the empty suburbs formed by strip malls, and the empty model homes that mark the graves
of investors’ fortunes. It is a building that wears many skins, that is sometimes modern, and
sometimes old, and sometimes an ugly renovation of the two. On this day, a hot one in July, the
Church of Holy Hill wears the face of the oldest church in South Dakota with a smile; Welcome
to the Church of Holy Hill with a large arrow directing traffic down a gravel road barely wide
enough for the truck. Daryl smiled back when he saw it at last.
The road was rough, rutted by years of use, and Daryl had to slow so he could gently
guide Betsy over each bump and pothole. He turned the last hard left to find the church hunched
before him. The Church of Holy Hill looked scruffy, worn, mottled with dirt carried coast to
coast by the pilgrims to its doors. Corn spread on either side of the whitewashed wood slats like
great bright wings, studded with yellow cobs as strange secondary plumage. Daryl paused for
a moment to enjoy the view. The door was the only bright spot of color in the scene, red as a
dairy barn and rising at least half again high as Daryl was tall. It was grand, like the prow of a
ship, and it stood slightly ajar. The parking lot was half full, a respectable enough number for a
Sunday Daryl supposed, with nothing to compare it to. He maneuvered Betsie into an open spot,
going through the ritual of setting the hand brake, rolling up the windows, making sure the truck
was sitting level, before climbing down from the cab to lock up the driver’s door. Betsy was
old enough she didn’t have a fob, just a small metal key, and there was something in Daryl that
liked that. There was a ritual to his truck, a consistency, no matter where he was parked Betsy
remained the same.
Daryl’s boots hit the hard-packed dust of the lot with a soft but audible thump. Looking
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around at the few people gathering their things to go inside, Daryl felt every bit a stranger. He
might have left then, turned, and tried to finagle Betsy out of the too-tight parking lot, but a light
hand on his elbow stopped him. He looked down to see a small woman with very bright brown
eyes smiling up at him.
“I’m sorry,” Daryl said immediately, assuming he had missed a hello, “I didn’t see you
there.”
The woman patted his arm, “quite alright, were you going to join our service today?”
Daryl opened his mouth, closed it, looked at the woman, and shrugged. He supposed he
couldn’t well get out of it now. The woman smiled, her eyes full of crow’s feet, walking with him
towards the door to the church. Daryl looked down in embarrassment and noticed that the woman’s feet were bare, and he couldn’t help but think of how the gravel must cut into them. The
woman was wearing an earth tone paisley print dress that fell just above her bare ankles and her
bare wrists, hiding the rest of her beneath yards of fabric. She looked like someone Daryl’s dad
would have called a hippy, cruelly under his breath, Daryl thought she just looked friendly.
The woman led Daryl by the hand, her fingers were warm but dry, much less nervous
than his sticky palms. He felt uncomfortably large, watching her small delicate fingers disappear beneath his. It was a strangely intimate gesture, this leading, and reminded him of the way
his mother had kept him close as a child. He had been too young to be trusted to stay between
the white lines on the side of the road when she walked him from their front door to daycare, so
she’d always kept a tight hold on him.
The steps up to the church door were a bit uneven and slanting like the timber remembered larger crowds than filled the parking lot now. The woman paused at the top of the steps,
facing the entrance to the Church of Holy Hill. She took a deep breath, pulling her hands to her
chest, palms out facing the red wood of the door. On her exhale she lifted her hands and clasped
them. It was unmistakably a blessing and Daryl found himself wishing he knew how to copy it.
Instead, he stepped around her to hold the heavy door open, ushering her through. Even before he
saw the Church of Holy Hill, the smell hit him. It was both strange and familiar in the way of a
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place you lived in your childhood. A memory given new clothes. It smelled like homemade playdough, pine, and slightly of exhaust. All things Daryl hadn’t had cause to think about for years.
Daryl found himself resisting the familiarity of this place, and the memories it brought up. He
should be a stranger here, and this place should be a stranger to him. He wasn’t sure what he
expected, he had of course seen churches on tv and in movies and those handful of times in the
flesh. He supposed he thought that this church, so important as to have billboards up the highway, might be something different.
The truth of it was that the Church of Holy Hill was never flashy, never gaudy, it made
its faith on familiarity. It wore the brown and green carpet known to any child that has spent
lunch in a library sitting on the floor, clean outdoor cushions from every barbeque and summer
pool party sat piled in front of the pews, even the light that filtered in through the windows tall
as a man reminded Daryl of a train station he had been in only once but committed so solidly to
memory he could recall the copper feet on the bottom of the chair he sat on to this day. He had
dreamt of running those trains, massive slithering creatures, riding its back for miles. The child
he had been then would like the man he was now, Daryl thought, but the man he was now didn’t
feel so proud of what that child had sprouted into. It was an odd and sticky thing, to lose the faith
you had in yourself as a child, so easy to get caught up in putting one foot in front of the other
that you look up to find yourself in a church in South Dakota with nowhere better to be.
Well it was meant to be a church, and it did feel holy, but Daryl had always assumed that
a church was meant to be treated with reverence. To be kept up or left to run wild and crumble
to ruins, draped in English ivy. This church looked warn like the back pocket on an old pair of
jeans. It was torn in places, thin, in need of mending.
“This place does look like the oldest church in South Dakota.” Daryl said.
He more meant it didn’t look like the carefully groomed and staged churches he’d seen
before. There were no bibles in the backs of the pews, and at the front of the church where normally there would be the large ornament of the altar there stood only the pulpit and a few chairs
sat in a loose half circle around it. The pulpit was two end tables stacked on top of each other,
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with a microphone perched delicately at their summit. Jesus was nowhere to be seen, just his
suggestion in the arrangement of the pews. The woman shrugged; she did not seem offended by
his observation.
“Do you know what faith healing is?” she asked him.
Daryl winced but did his best not to show it. He did know what faith healing was and
had always viewed it with the same sort of suspicion as car mechanics and the bank. The sort of
people that made their living off the back of people in pain.
“Yes ma’am, but I’ve never needed it for myself.”
The woman looked at him with her head turned, she struck him a bit like a bird, a clever
one who was using his wheels to crack a nut she couldn’t open herself. She lifted her hands and
held them open, palms out, towards the pulpit at the head of the church. Her voice filled the place
a bit more than it had a few moments ago, echoing from the walls. The pilgrims around Daryl
who had been shooting the pair furtive looks began to whisper amongst themselves. One boy
pointed at Daryl only for his mother to quickly snatch his hand back and scold him.
“Our church performs a kind of faith healing, though I imagine not the kind that you are
familiar with Mr. Miller.” Daryl raised his eyebrows at her, he didn’t remember introducing himself, “In this church, I do not perform any sort of miracle, at least not the kind that cause fish to
sit up and listen, rather I help you perform it for yourself. You see the Church of Holy Hill calls
out to people like you, people who are lost or lonely or just need some company right then.”
She began to walk down the aisle, and Daryl trailed after her. Despite himself, he felt
a bit lost without her hand to guide him. As he walked, he looked to either side to the visitors
of the church. They were strangers to him, but also familiar, in the same way the woman who
led him was, and the smell of the exhaust that hung in the air. They were all people he had seen
before, on the road, in diners, on the bus when he was young. They were tired faces, all of them
worn by hard years, but open when they looked at the woman in front of him, like they had
known love and had someone waiting up for them to come home. Daryl was envious, he wished
quite ferociously that he too had someone waiting up for him to come home. He looked at the
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visitors of the church, at their community that seemed to have come together out of corn husks
and dirt, with the hungry eyes of a man starved.
The woman watched him look and watched him hunger. She was used to the empty hearts
and scanning eyes of men from the road that rolled in without anyone to keep them. People liked
to be kept, she knew, they liked to have something to anchor them. She saw in him the moments
that his hope had fallen through, where his heart had stood empty when it should have been full.
More and more this was the way of the pilgrims to the Church of Holy Hill, and despite the fact
it was what fed her collection pot, she could not help but grieve the days before. She remembered the time at the beginning when she was hard pressed to find travelers without a parish to
call them home. She had once looked at men like Daryl with the hunger he now looked at the
church, but the new century had fattened her on the loneliness of the suburbs and urban sprawl.
She considered Daryl, considered which story might make him believe what she needed him to.
“The Church of Holy Hill came into being on a Sunday in 1567 when a man named
Ezekias Ezer split it from the mud. He was led to the spot after walking almost a hundred miles
from his town. He was driven out for heresy, it is said that on the spot the church was split he
had a vision.” The woman paused and turned her face up, her smile showing more teeth, the light
through the windows had begun to turn the rich amber gold of sunset, “a vision of a woman he
called the Goddess of Holy Hill.”
She spoke like she believed she was the Goddess of Holy Hill, the vision that stood on
and convinced a man to carve a church from the mud of an America hardly planted. Whether she
was or not hardly mattered, Daryl was ensnared by the story.
“It was the first church to be constructed in the state by over 200 years, isn’t that incredible? Ezekias Ezer’s body would be unearthed from that same mud the church was liberated from
fifteen years later. He was dug up by catholic priests in search of a saint. They were disappointed
to find he had rotted to bones. Without anything to place in a reliquary, he was forgotten in fewer
years than he lived. But the church continued, grew legs, started walking. You see Daryl, it is
alright if I use your Christian name, isn’t it? yes, well, you see Daryl the wonderful thing about
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my church is that it is not bound by consecration like the churches you might have met, no this
church travels where the people need it.” she smiled as she said this, looking down at the many
faces of her pilgrims. She had gathered them all over the country from dive bars and gas stations
and rest stops, and now they sat and looked up at her with such absolute delicious belief. Daryl
did not seem to be sharing in their enrapturement, but it did not discourage the Goddess of Holy
Hill. It was rare that visitors believed her easily, only the truly desperate saw her light at the most
delicate of pushes.
“What would it take for you to believe in a miracle? If you wished for snow, and a storm
left a mile radius of clear roads all around your house, would that be a miracle? Would discovering you have thyroid cancer a year earlier than it would kill you because of a mislabeled blood
test be a miracle? Or speeding all the way home without being pulled over? The truth is dear,
miracles happen all the time, but they are not given to gods anymore, at least not the ones that
you might realize. When you find your way home safely, you don’t thank Saint Anthony, you
thank the GPS in your phone, when the weather is clear all day you don’t set out a bowl of milk
for the good neighbors, you are grateful to the weather channel. Once, these were all miracles,
and the thanks was given to the gods that now make up your fairytales. Those of us that still want
to perform miracles, still want to be believed in, we must adapt.”
The Goddess gestured to the church, the peeling paint, the now-quiet pilgrims, all eyes
settling on Daryl’s baptism. It had been quite a while since anyone new had come to the church.
The tricky thing about a miracle you must perform on yourself is that the more you try and
fail, the less you believe, the less you believe the harder it becomes. The Goddess of Holy Hill
walked up to the pulpit, dragging a folding chair behind it and stepping up on the seat until the
great round stained glass window floated like a halo behind her head. She seemed larger than a
moment before, her head held higher, her eyes bright. She spoke, and at first it seemed to Daryl she was babbling in tongues, and he cringed. But the more he listened, the more her words
resolved. She was telling a story, a complex story she had no way to know. She said,
“The Goddess of Holy Hill was my mother when she cut my sandwiches into squares,
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and she was my grandmother when she took the drawing I made on her good napkins and folded
it into smaller and smaller squares to keep in her bedside table and she was my college girlfriend
when she looked at me with tears in her eyes and asked me if I’d remember her in a year. The
Goddess of Holy Hill was my babysitter when she sat cross-legged in front of me and asked me
to paint the nails she couldn’t reach. She was the woman at the bus stop when I got lost who held
my hand until my mother found me. She was the red light that kept the truck from hitting me she
was-”
The Goddess seemed to say this all-in-one breath, her words frantic to escape and stampede down the aisle to Daryl’s waiting ears. He felt his knees grow weak and he wondered if this
was why people knelt in church. These memories struck at tender spots inside of him, ones still
clean of the stiff rind that the road had left on the rest of him. He remembered his mother’s hands
on the kitchen knife, so careful to cut the crust away and divide the white bread just so for him,
and he remembered after his grandmother died finding those napkins still tucked away at the
back of her bedside table as though she had been safeguarding his imagination even in her own
dreams. It was her, he believed this woman was the Goddess of Holy Hill. The Goddess looked
at Daryl with his grandmother’s eyes, her lips forming the shape of his mother’s smile.
“Have you ever prayed, Daryl?”
Daryl shook his head, flush riding high on his cheeks. He was embarrassed by his faithlessness, by the faux pas he was no doubt committing simply by standing dusty and godless in
the naïve.
“I tried once,” Daryl confessed “when I was little. I wanted a stuffed alligator for Christmas, not a toy but a taxidermy one. No idea why, but I got it into my head and wouldn’t let it go.
One night I went out into the scrubby yard we had behind our house, and I picked a dandelion
and blew the seeds off it. I thought they might go up to heaven or something, so I had a better
shot of god or whoever hearing me.”
It was more than he meant to say, and he snapped his mouth shut before anything else
could slither out. He hadn’t had someone ask him more than how his day was, if he was well, in
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a long time. It felt good to talk, to tell a story, and maybe to know that when he left the church,
she might think of him as a child dreaming of alligators. The Goddess didn’t look surprised or
angry at his wish. If anything, she looked pleased.
“And did god hear the prayer?” she asked. Daryl wanted to echo the question back, to
ask her if she had heard it. That felt like too much, and as it is with questions sometimes, Daryl
feared the answer. The church felt pleasantly like a dream, the kind you wake from slowly just
before your alarm to the light coming in through the bedroom window, if he asked her if she had
heard him whatever she answered he would be forced to confront the harsh line of gods and men.
It was much simpler to drift as he was in a room full of light and perhaps miracles.
“I don’t know,” Daryl said honestly, “never got that alligator though.”
It was easier to believe that if there was a god, if it did sit above the clouds and watch
its children like ants, that the dandelion hadn’t reached it. Such complicated prayers as world
peace, or a cure for cancer, or to end a person’s suffering Daryl could understand refusing but he
couldn’t imagine that the act of plucking a stuffed alligator, even a small one, from a curiosity
shop and placing it in his bed while he slept might have been too large of a miracle for a kind
god to perform.
Was this woman a kind god, Daryl wondered, this creature that lived in the oldest church
in South Dakota, who knew stories he hadn’t even known to tell. She was radiant, he thought, in
the way that he had seen Jesus painted, or in the way that the light through the clouds after a big
storm is. Dust moats, and god rays, and all the everyday gilding that light provides she seemed
to share. He could believe that she was the Goddess of Holy Hill, even maybe that she had some
power in her, but he could not yet believe all of it. He knew that she was strange, but he could
not hold such a massive faith inside himself, he had never carved out the room in his chest for
that knowledge and found it painful to dig into himself now.
The Goddess rose from where she sat at the pulpit, and the halo of light that Daryl
thought came from the tall arching windows, rose with her. The pilgrims around Daryl murmured, faces turning to her. A woman to Daryl’s left lifted her chin and turned her palms out,
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the light from the Goddess painting her in a wash of gold. In contrast, the man who sat beside
her, who Daryl assumed to be her husband despite his age, shielded his eyes from the light and
looked down to the cracked linoleum floors. There were tears in both their eyes, the couple had
been in the church for almost three years now, waiting to perform their miracle.
The wife, whose name had been Bonny and who was not actually married to the man
beside her, waiting for her miracle like a child waits for Santa Claus long after they’ve grown old
enough to realize that old men can’t fit down chimneys. Her husband, who was the man who had
picked her off the side of the road in Tucson Arizona, did not know that he needed to perform a
miracle on himself. He thought he was just waiting for a pretty girl to follow him back out of a
church.
The Goddess turned her back to the crowd of expectant faces and the light that radiated
from her like a car headlight was almost too bright to look at. The gown she wore seemed to go
white with the light, framing her body in yards of rippling brilliance. The church around Daryl
went wet at the edges like cheap printer paper when water is spilled on it or like the time his
brother had convinced him to try the older boys weed and the world had looked soft like a 70’s
photograph, like there was something over the lens of the world. Daryl found that he didn’t mind
it, he could give up the sharp edge of reality for the warmth of this dream.
The Goddess of Holy Hill stood at the front of the church, and she was refracted like
there were three of her standing instead of just the one. Each was made from the prismatic
coupling of the Goddess’s body and the light that shown through her. It was to the point of impossible that god was real and standing here in this church in South Dakota. It could have been
anywhere, any church, any place along the side of the road. Any place you have looked at and
thought how strange that there is a church here in the middle of nowhere, who goes there? Who
goes to Sunday sermons in the middle of nowhere?
Daryl stood and looked at the woman, and her back was still to him, but he felt like she
was looking back. She saw something deep inside him that ached for a place to rest. A place to
return to on Sundays and Thursdays and Mondays and holidays, a place with people he knew
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and who knew him. There were three, and then six, and then nine, each of the refractions slightly
smaller than the one that came before it. Like a sun dog, circling right before dusk, the lines born
from a frost-bitten moon, a rainbow rounding the earth. Daryl wondered how many churches
there were that if you looked at the pulpit you would see a refracted god in the faces of those that
stood there.
The weight of being alone crushed him slowly, so gradually he hardly noticed. He saw
people every day, every time he got gas or food, every time he checked over his shoulder to
change lanes. Daryl had never considered that might not be enough. Years of the only familiar
face he saw being his own looking back in the car window reflection, in empty hotel rooms,
gnawed through him. No matter how many doors he held open or greetings he gave out, he had
been cursed. He could not imagine living any other way, and for every step he took on the road
he could feel himself eroding. Had he ever been solid to begin with? Even as a child he had few
friends, it was so very easy to leave for school and never come back.
The Goddess turned to Daryl, and it felt like her glow fell just on him, just for him. Her
face was so open and warm like the sun on his back. Daryl closed his eyes and curled in on himself on the floor of the church, the carpet was rough against his palms and his lower back reminded him how long he had been driving for. His body wasn’t used to stopping, to change, he felt a
bit like the road itself, held hostage by its purpose, wearing down with each mile put over it. He
felt almost as though he was still moving, even here on his knees, like if he looked out the church
windows right now fields would be rushing by.
The Goddess smiled at Daryl’s supplication, at his belief, his almost-faith sweet as honey
on her tongue. He had his doubts, she knew, but he wanted to believe in her. He wanted to see a
star fallen through the roof of the church to burn and perform miracles in its walls. She had been
a woman before, a woman in a dirt parking lot standing barefoot between the bumpers of cars
creased with rust and bad parking jobs, and now she burned bright. How could he not believe?
how could he not love her? She needed his faith. Her godliness was in many ways a performance, though not quite an act. It is easy to forget that gods are just as dependent on us to believe
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in them as we are for something to believe in. It is a symbiosis, a recursive cycle of gods being
made, believed, and forgotten. Some hold on to their believers tighter than others, and there must
always be some fear in faith. To have faith you must acknowledge that there is something to
doubt. It was in this fear that the Goddess found the weakness to carve out her own hollow in the
hearts of those that visited the Church of Holy Hill.
She had come to the church herself only a pilgrim, as Daryl was now, and sat beneath the
stained-glass windows and looked into the faces of the other pilgrims and found that she believed
she could help them. So, she stood, and spoke, and believed that they were getting better and in
return the visitors to the church believed in her. She did not leave out a collection pot, or impose
any kind of tithe, she didn’t need to so long as the people coming to the church looked at her as a
god and the church as a holy place, then it was.
Belief makes real, if you believe that the bottle of hot sauce is the largest in the world
than it is, or that the canyon is big enough to plan a vacation around, or that a city built by dead
men is still the place where god greets his children. This belief does not cheapen the wonder of
the thing, it has always been this way, and it is one of the most beautiful gildings that we humans
have allowed our minds to give us. it Is wonderful to believe in something. It is beautiful to believe.
The Goddess of Holy Hill smiled and basked in the faith of her pilgrims. She spread her
arms wide, the white fabric that draped her cascading from her arms in dazzling waves.
“My darlings” she said, “we are here in the church, in this holy place, because we know
that finding each other on the road was a sign, an act of fate to bring you here. The Church of
Holy Hill is a refuge for those with nowhere to go, with no guidance given to them. All I ask of
you is this: believe in me, believe in this place, and believe in your own self that brought you
here.”
This was the formula for the church’s miracle, carefully constructed after many pilgrims
came and left. This is what ensured that visitors stayed, because once they had believed in her,
in the church, how could they believe that the self that had walked into the church off the road
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somewhere on a Sunday still existed. This is what kept the Goddess fed. She smiled at Daryl, her
eyes reflecting the golden light like candle flames.
“It will get better than this,” the Goddess of Holy Hill told him, “It will get better after
today, you can stay, you can be loved, be forgiven. We will love you Daryl and give you a home.
You can travel with us, feel the road rise up to meet you.”
Daryl got to his feet; his legs still felt a bit soft at the knees and stumbled up the isle
towards the Goddess. He believed that she was a god, it beat in his chest. He moved as if in a
dream, and the world around him seemed to shift, light glinting and refracting across the walls
and through the bodies of the silent crowd. He believed that this place was holy. The Goddess
extended her hands to him, palm up. Daryl wanted to take them, to stay in the church and find a
life he couldn’t imagine it. But here is a limitation of belief: imagination. It is why the Guinness
Record holdings are often mundane marvels, because we can imagine covering our face with 24
slimy brown snails, but things like discovering a strange new amoeba is beyond us. When imagination falls short, belief can not bloom.
The Goddess looked at him, fully in the face, and Daryl saw she was wearing contacts.
Her hair was greying at the temples and her lipstick was bleeding a bit into the fine lines around
her mouth. The certainty that had gripped him, that had blurred the world and haloed the Goddess, fled him. He felt sticky with sweat and bone tired. He stepped back from the Goddesses’
hands. He wanted to, he wanted so desperately to stay in the church, to find a place that he didn’t
have to leave. But he couldn’t imagine it.
Daryl walked out of the church and when he turned back it was to a corn field with the
stalks swaying tall as he was. The husks whispered to each other, and Daryl felt that they were
talking about him. He stepped up into his truck, shifted into gear, and drove west.
He went on to tell the story of the Church of Holy Hill, at bars, in grocery stores, at the
pump to other truckers watching the meter run up. People laughed, and smiled, and offered him
their stories in turn and sometimes their phone numbers, just in case they came across the church
themselves. Daryl kept driving, with a rosary hanging from his rearview mirror, and the radio
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tuned to static. Every so often, when he was far out in the desolate lonely places of the country,
he thought he could hear a voice in the static, calling him back.
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